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Presidential elections in the Dominican Republic are scheduled for May 16, and not surprisingly,
speculation reigns about the apparent determination of President Joaquin Balaguer to remain
in power. Some observers have even questioned whether the elections will actually take place
as scheduled, or whether the president will hand over the reins of government on Aug. 16.
Nevertheless, the campaign has moved into high gear. For the first time in 30 years, the 89-yearold Balaguer, who is almost completely blind, deaf, and in ill health, is not a candidate in the
presidential race. However, his supporters continue to plaster the country with slogans in his
support. In addition, backers have held public demonstrations asking Balaguer to ignore the
Constitution and stay in office.
Despite national and international charges of fraud in the last presidential election in May 1994,
Balaguer was declared the winner and given a sixth four-year term in office. The official results,
which were not announced for almost three months, put his lead at less than 30,000 votes or about
1% over opponent Jose Francisco Pena Gomez of the Partido Revolucionario Dominicano (PRD).
Following the election, Pena Gomez produced evidence of massive fraud and insisted that he had
won, and most observers agreed (see NotiSur, 05/20/94 and 07/22/94). To head off the threat of
widespread civil unrest, Balaguer signed the "Pact for Democracy" in August 1994, which was
backed by all political parties. The pact led to constitutional reforms that reduced Balaguer's current
term to two years and barred him from running again (see NotiSur, 08/05/94).
As the country prepares for the new elections, rumors have been circulating that Balaguer is
maneuvering to derail the process and remain in power for two more years. The president added to
the speculation during his Feb. 27 state of the nation address to the National Assembly, in which he
said this would "probably" be his last such address. At the recent Organization of American States
(OAS)- sponsored Special Conference on Corruption, held in Venezuela in late March, Dominican
Foreign Minister Carlos Morales Troncoso attempted to squelch the rumors that Balaguer would try
to stay in power, insisting that elections would come off as scheduled and "the person who receives
the most votes will be the president elected by the people." The officially recognized candidate
of Balaguer's governing Partido Reformista Social Cristiano (PRSC) is the current vice president,
Jacinto Peynado. Maribel Gasso, a political unknown, is the PRSC vice presidential candidate.
Balaguer backed Peynado for the party nomination in January and called on the party to unify
behind its candidate. However, Balaguer has been noticeably absent from Peynado's campaign
appearances and has appeared at political events without Peynado. The president has also refused
to comment on the presidential race or on his party's standard bearer, saying, "I don't know
anything about anything." As the candidate for the governing party, Peynado is seen as representing
the status quo and Balaguer's opponents say that Peynado would not have a free hand to set his
own political course. Among Peynado's rivals is Leonel Fernandez, candidate for the Partido de
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la Liberacion Dominicana (PLD), the party long headed by another octogenarian and legendary
Dominican politician, Juan Bosch. Bosch defeated Balaguer for the presidency in 1963, but was
ousted that same year in a coup. Bosch has run in every presidential election since losing to Balaguer
after formal democracy was restored in 1966. However, now 87 and in failing health, he was forced to
turn over the party banner to Fernandez.
On March 10, the PLD chose Jaime Fernandez Mirabal to run on the ticket with Fernandez. In
the upcoming elections, the front runner, according to recent polls, is once again the PRD's Pena
Gomez. In a Gallup International poll in late February, 43% of those responding said they would
vote for Pena Gomez; 33% said they would vote for Fernandez; and 19% supported Peynado.
Other polls during the past month have all shown similar percentages for the three top candidates.
The grave illness of Jacobo Majluta, a PRD dissident and leader of the Partido Revolucionario
Independiente (PRI), has narrowed the race and increased support for Pena Gomez. In January,
Majluta called on PRD members to back Pena Gomez in the May elections.
However, as in 1994, Pena Gomez faces strong opposition. Pena Gomez, who is black, is battling
racism and accusations that he favors strong ties with Haiti. Many Dominicans are wary of their
neighbor, with whom they share the island of Hispanola, for reasons that are economic as well
as racial and cultural. In March, in an apparent attempt to diminish the chances of Pena Gomez,
Ramon Pina Acevedo, prosecutor of the Santo Domingo Appeals Court and a Balaguer supporter,
released photos showing Pena Gomez with a known Colombian drug figure who is now in jail
in the Dominican Republic. Pena Gomez immediately called on Balaguer to enlist the US Drug
Enforcement Agency (DEA) to ascertain whether any drug money had entered his campaign.
As the campaign heated up in late February, Cardinal Nicolas Lopez Rodriguez, the ranking Roman
Catholic prelate in the Dominican Republic, set off a major controversy by accusing the US Embassy
of interfering in the elections. At issue was financing of the Red Ciudadana de Observadores
Electorales, a citizen's election-monitoring network. Lopez Rodriguez said the network, which
receives money from the Agency for International Development (USAID), was trying to weaken
the credibility of the electoral commission (Junta Central Electoral, JCE) and was a tool of the US
government. The network was formed by Participacion Ciudadana, a citizens' group that includes
academics, professionals, and community leaders. The Red Ciudadana said any funds it receives
from abroad are channeled through the Catholic University, an institution under the authority
of the Dominican Bishops' Conference. The network insisted that it is not trying to replace nor to
reduce the role of the JCE in the electoral process, but said it would monitor the process to ensure
"transparent elections."
Some critics accused Lopez Rodriguez of promoting the interests of Balaguer. The cardinal's polemic
statements also brought a reaction from JCE president Cesar Estrella Sadhala, who said the electoral
commission would guarantee clean elections on May 16 and added that he did not believe the
outcome of the elections could be affected by any one group of observers. If no candidate wins 50%
of the total valid votes in the May balloting, a runoff will be held, which would give Balaguer even
more opportunity to tamper with the final outcome and to maximize his influence in post-electoral
Dominican affairs. (Sources: New York Times, 03/28/96; Agence France-Presse, 01/04/96, 02/15/96,
02/28/96, 02/29/96, 03/09/96, 03/16/96, 03/28/96, 04/03/96)
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